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A Symbol of Conquest 
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“The one who has Istanbul rules the world. If the world were a single state, Its capital would 

be Istanbul.” (Napoleon) 

The Aya Sofya is an enormous architectural wonder in Istanbul (Constantinople), Turkey. As 
prominent as the structure itself, its role In the history of Istanbul is also significant and touches 
upon matters related to international politics, religion and architecture. The Aya Sofya anchors the 
Old City of Constantinople and has served for centuries as a landmark for both Orthodox Christians 
and Muslims. Aya Sofya was, as of 2014, the second-most visited place in Turkey, attracting almost 3.3 
million visitors annually. According to data released by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism, It was 
Turkeys most visited tourist attraction in 2015 and 2019. 



The Aya Sofya (Hagia Sophia) was originally built as a basilica for the Greek Orthodox Christian 
Church. However, its function has changed several times in the centuries since. Let’s give a short read 
to its 1500 years spread history chronologically. 

The first church on the site was known as the Magna Ecclesia (Great Church), because of its larger 
dimensions in comparison to the contemporary churches in the City, Inaugurated on 15 February 360 
during the reign of Constantins II. The Patriarch of Constantinople John Chrysostom was sent into 
exile on 20 June 404. During the subsequent riots, this first church was largely burned down. Noth¬ 
ing remains of the first church today. 

A second church on the site was ordered by Theodosius II, who inaugurated it on 10 October 415. 
It was named as the Ecclesia Antigua . (Old Church). The basilica with a wooden roof was built by 
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architect Rufinus. However, a little more than one century later, this would again prove to be a fatal 
flaw for this important basilica of the Greek Orthodox faith, as the structure was burned for a second 
time during the so-called “Niha revolts” against Emperor Justinian. 

Unable to repair the damage caused by the fire, Justinian ordered the demolition of the basilica 
in February 532. He commissioned renowned architects Isidores (Milet) and Anthemios (Tralles) to 
build third and entirely different basilica known as Hagia Sophia, larger and more majestic than its 
predecessors. The Justinian and Patriarch Menas, inaugurated the new basilica on 27 December 537 - 
5 years and 10 months after construction started, with much pomp. More than ten thousand people 
were employed. As Greek Orthodox was the official religion of the Byzantines, the Hagia Sophia was 
considered the central church of the faith, and it thus became the place where new emperors 
were crowned. 

The Hagia Sophia served this pivotal role in Byzantine culture and politics for much of its first 
900 years of existence. However, during the Crusades, the city of Constantinople, and by extension the 
Hagia Sophia, was under Roman control for a brief period in the 1 3th century. The Hagia Sophia was 
severely damaged during this period, but was repaired when the Byzantines once again took control 
of the surrounding city. 



The next significant period of change for the Hagia Sophia began less than 200 years later, when 
the Ottomans, led by Emperor Fatih Sultan Mehmet II, captured Constantinople in 1453. The 

Ottomans renamed the city Istanbul. As Islam was the central religion of the Ottomans, the Hagia 
Sophia was renovated into a mosque and named as Aya So^a . As part of the conversion, the Ottomans 
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covered many of the original Orthodox-themed mosaics with Islamic calligraphy. Sultan attended the 
first Friday prayer in the mosque on 1 June 1453. Aya Sofya became the first imperial mosque of 
Istanbul. 

Sultan Mahmud I ordered the restoration of the building in 1739 and added a madrasah (an 
Islamic school, now the library of the museum), an Imaret (soup kitchen for distribution to the poor) 

and a library, and in 1740 a fountain for ritual ablutions, thus transforming it into a social complex . 

In 1935, the first Turkish President and founder of the Secular Republic of Turkey, Mustafa Kemal 
Atatiirk, transformed the building into a Museum . The condition of the structure deteriorated, and 
the World Monuments Fund placed Aya Sofya on 1996 World Monuments Watch, and again in 1998. 
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Although use of the complex as a place of worship (mosque or church) was strictly prohibited, in 
2006 the Turkish government allowed the allocation of a small room in the museum complex to 
be used as a prayer room for Christian and Muslim museum staff, and since 2013 from the mina¬ 
rets of the museum the muezzin sings the call to prayer twice per day, in the afternoon. 

In 2007, Greek American politician Chris Spirou launched an international organization “ Free 
Hagia Sophia Council ” championing the cause of restoring the building to its original function as a 
Christian church. As a reaction, since early 2010s, several campaigns and government high officials, 
notably Turkeys deputy prime minister Bulent Arinc in November 2013, have been demanding that 
Aya Sofya be converted into a mosque again. In 2015, in retaliation for the acknowledgment by Pope 
Francis of the Armenian Genocide, the Mufti of Ankara, Mefail Hizh, stated that he believes the con¬ 
version of Aya Sofya into a mosque will be accelerated. 

On 1 July 2016, Muslim prayers were held again in the Aya Sofya for the first time in 85 years. On 
November, the Turkish non-governmental organization, the Association for the Protection of Historic 
Monuments and the Environment filed a lawsuit for converting the museum into a mosque. The 
court decided it should stay as a ‘ Monument Museum ’. 

On 21 June 2017 Presidency of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) organized a special program, which 
included the recitation of the Quran and prayers in Aya Sofya, to mark the Laylat al-Qadr, the program 
was broadcast live by state-run television TRT On 31 March 2018 President Erdogan recited the first 
verse of the Quran in the Aya Sofya, dedicating the prayer to the “Souls of all who left us this 
work as inheritance, especially Constantinople’s Conqueror.” 
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In 2020, Turkeys government is set to celebrate the 567th anniversary of the Fall of Constanti¬ 
nople with an Islamic prayer in Aya Sofydi^Al-Fath Surah will be recited and prayers will be done at Aya 
Sofya as part of conquest festival,” 


On 10 July 2020, The 1935 decision to convert the Aya Sofya to a museum was annulled by the 
Council of State; the Turkish President signs a decree converting it into a working Mosque. The call to 
prayer was broadcast from the minarets shortly after the announcement of the change and rebroadcast 
by major Turkish news networks. A presidential spokesperson said the change would not affect the 
status of the Aya Sofya as a UNESCO World Heritage site, and that “Christian icons” within it 
would continue to be protected. When President Erdogan announced that the first Muslim prayers 
would be held inside the building on 24 July, he added that “like all our mosques, the doors of Aya 
Sofya will be wide open to locals and foreigners, Muslims and non-Muslims.” 
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